CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Early Trade Unionism
whoever lias a commodity to sell is likely to obtain a better
price if he possesses a monopoly than if he is subject to
competition. If he has competitors, it is usually to his interest
to combine with them, so that he and they may jointly secure
the advantages of monopoly. It is, however, often very difficult
to secure such combinations, since those who have been com-
petitors are apt to be suspicious of each other, and any one
among them, after combination has been agreed upon, can ob-
tain a temporary gain by breaking away and negotiating in-
dependently with purchasers. Moreover purchasers, being aware
of the loss that they are likely to suffer from agreement among
sellers, put every possible obstacle of law and public opinion
in the way of such agreement Accordingly the benefits of
competition are urged by consumers, and the benefits of com-
bination by producers. The conflict between these two opposed
points of view, and the general doctrines as to the public good
to which they give rise, runs through the economic history of
the nineteenth century.
Labour, considered as a commodity, is sold by wage-earners
and bought by capitalists. Given an increasing population and
free competition among wage-earners, wages must tend to fall
to subsistence level. Trade unions are, at least in their origin,
an attempt to prevent this result by combination among the
sellers of labour—at first only in particular crafts, but gradually
over a widening area, embracing at last, in Great Britain, an
overwhelming majority of industrial wage-earners. There can
be no question that the economic bargaining power of wage-
earners, and the general status of labour, have been immensely
enhanced by trade unionism, but the early steps were difficult,
and early excessive hopes were repeatedly disappointed.
The earliest trade unions, according to Mr and Mrs Sidney
Webb, date from the late seventeenth century, and thus began a
hundred years before the era of machine production, but it was

